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Editor

EDITORIAL
What is a Certified Public Accountant?
One of the most recently enacted state laws providing for the
certification of public accountants contains a clause to the effect
that anyone who has had ten years’ bookkeeping experience may
be eligible to receive a certificate as a certified public accountant.
Such a provision is no novelty. Many state laws have similar
provisions and in other cases the question of who shall be con
sidered to have accounting experience is often left to the board
of examiners or other authority, which may, if it so desires, con
strue bookkeeping as being accounting in the sense intended in the
statute.
When the earlier C. P. A. laws were under discussion there
was, we believe, a suggestion that the word public should be
omitted, and that the recipient of a certificate should be described
as a certified accountant. In opposition to this proposal it was
pointed out that if the word public were omitted the significance
of the degree or title would be lost, as any person skilled in ac
counting might then be certified as proficient in that portion of
accounting which has to do with bookkeeping. It was felt that
any designation which was not clearly indicative would be useless,
and as a consequence the word public was retained, and has al
ways been retained, in the title granted under the laws providing
for the certification of accountants.
It has been estimated that there are as many so-called certified
public accountants in the United States who have never practised
publicly as there are who are really professional practitioners.
In other words, 50 per cent of the certified public accountants of
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the country under this estimate hold titles concerning which there
is grave question as to their justification.
This fact has been brought quite strikingly under notice by the
number of men who apply to state boards of accountancy for ex
amination and present no evidence whatever of having been public
accountants at any time, or even of any attention to become public
accountants. The question then naturally arises: What is a certi
fied public accountant? If the title means simply an accountant
who understands theory of accounting and has passed a technical
examination, it seems that there should be a change in the designa
tion and the word public should be omitted. It is a strange
anomaly if a man who has never been and never intends to be
engaged in public practice can be granted under state authority
the right to describe himself as something which he is not and
will not be.
It has been asked why persons not actually public account
ants should desire the C. P. A. title. To this the answer is
obvious. It may assist the possessor in his private work and
probably lends a kind of halo of expertness to his reputation with
his employer.
In many states where C. P. A. laws have been enacted the
persons responsible for the enactment have been men not en
gaged in accounting, who thought that the opportunity had ar
rived to acquire an official designation without any great trouble
beyond the payment of a fee and the application for certification
under a waiver clause of varying amplitude. In some states there
have been large numbers of waiver certificates issued to book
keepers and others who seized the right to append initials to their
names.
Many of these original waiver certificates have passed out
of existence by death or other change and quite a number of the
recipients of certificates have voluntarily relinquished them or
have allowed the fact that they are certified public accountants to
be forgotten.
Possibly it was inevitable, and even desirable, that in the
beginning of the movement for official recognition of accountants
the lines should not be too strictly drawn. Many men engaged in
corporation work and other private employment were of great
assistance in bringing about recognition of accountancy as a pro
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fession, but it seems to us that the time has passed when there
can be any further purpose in permitting anyone to describe him
self as a public accountant who is not one.
There is only one C. P. A. law in the land which prohibits the
practice of accountancy unless the practitioner be certified. Many
laws specifically state that nothing contained therein shall be con
strued as an inhibition against the practice of accountancy. There
is nothing to prevent anyone skilled or unskilled from holding
himself out to the public as a professional accountant, and, of
course, there is nothing to compel an accountant employed by a
corporation, partnership or individual to be registered as an ac
countant. The whole matter is entirely optional. In other words,
the C. P. A. certificate is supposed to be a kind of imprimatur to
which a man or woman who is really engaged in public work is
permitted to aspire.
Some states have recognized the folly of permitting every one
who so desires to take an examination, and, if successful, to de
scribe himself as a certified public accountant. Such states have
set up a so-called practice requirement under which no applicant
may be favorably considered who has not had two or three years
of public practice.
This is a step in the right direction, but it is not sufficient.
There should be a further requirement that the applicant who is
to describe himself as a certified public accountant shall be actu
ally engaged in public practice either on his own account or in
the employ of another accountant.
To put the matter in another way, we may say that no one but
a public accountant should ever be permitted to describe himself
as one.
How perfectly ridiculous it seems to read the record of John
Doe, bookkeeper for three years in Blank & Co.’s shoe store,
certified public accountant. It makes the designation absolutely
meaningless, for the intent of the word public has no bearing
whatever on the case.
There are at the present time forty-seven states in the union
having C. P. A. laws. New Mexico alone has not enacted legisla
tion of this character. Some states have a fairly rigid practice
requirement; some have a merely nominal practice requirement;
some have none at all. On the time-worn theory that the strength
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of a chain is that of its weakest link, we may consider that the
C. P. A. certificate as a whole has no more value than the value
of a certificate in a state with the most lax statutory provisions.
The average business man does not stop to inquire from what
state a certificate emanates; nor does he greatly care whether that
certificate was received after an examination or by virtue of an
omnibus waiver. The fact that some state in the union has suffi
ciently esteemed the qualifications of John Doe to permit him to
describe himself as a certified public accountant means to the man
of business that John Doe is probably just as good a man as any
other person who is entitled to describe himself as a certified
public accountant.
This comment is not dictated by any desire to criticize in a
destructive way the status of the certified public accountant. If
our readers will stop to think they will remember that the Ameri
can Institute of Accountants through its standard examination
has done more to strengthen the administration of the certified
public accountant laws than has been done by any other agency,
state or national. Many of the so-called weak states and most
of the states generally considered strong have adopted the exam
inations of the institute, and by that means the C. P. A. degree
is approaching a standard, so far as the examinations are con
cerned. The institute, however, does not interfere, and has no
right to interfere, in any question of qualifications of the candi
dates. In consequence, any state is at liberty to examine and if
it so desires to certify any candidate, provided his qualifications
are sufficient to meet the requirements of the law or regulations
of the state concerned.
The purpose of our criticism is constructive. It seems to us
that the time has come when all states in which there is legislation
providing for the certification of accountants should so amend
their laws or regulations as to make public practice a prerequisite
of examination.
If such reform were brought about, the phrase certified public
accountant would then have a meaning and every rightful holder
of a C. P. A. certificate would find himself in a far stronger posi
tion than he can occupy under the present conditions.
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Seymour Walton
The entire accounting profession will learn with profound sor
row of the death of Seymour Walton.
In the course of his long association with the accounting pro
fession, Mr. Walton did more to raise the standards of account
ing education and to stimulate the highest professional ethics than
almost any other man of his time. His efforts were always di
rected to the upbuilding of higher and higher professional stand
ards, and he labored indefatigably even during the last years of
his life when his health was rapidly declining. Even on the day
of his death he was engaged in answering accounting questions
which had been brought to his attention.
The Journal of Accountancy suffers an almost irreparable
loss in Mr. Walton’s death. For six years he had been editor of
The Students' Department, and had made of that department one
of the most valuable portions of the magazine. Many a young
practitioner, and probably many an elder one, has derived help of
an invaluable kind from the clear and correct expositions of ac
counting theories and problems made by Mr. Walton in The
Students’ Department. (The copy for the July, August and Sep
tember issues was prepared by Mr. Walton shortly before his
death and his name will appear at the head of the Students’ De
partment for those months.)
Seymour Walton was born in New Orleans, February 15,
1846, and was the son of John Stevenson Walton. He was edu
cated at Williams College. Upon entering business he became the
first cashier of the Fort Dearborn National bank of Chicago,
which he had helped to organize. After enactment of C. P. A.
legislation in Illinois, he became a certified public accountant, and
was president of the Society of Certified Public Accountants of
Illinois. He was vice-president of the Marquette club, dean of the
Walton school of commerce, professor at Northwestern uni
versity, and later at Marquette university, editor of The Students’
Department of The Journal of Accountancy, member of the
Press club of Chicago, Sons of the American Revolution, Found
ers and Patriots’ society and a member of the Lake View Presby
terian church.
Death occurred June 26th, at his residence, 550 Surf Street,
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Chicago. Mr. Walton is survived by a widow and four children.
In recording the passing of this great friend of accountancy,
The Journal of Accountancy takes the liberty of expressing
for the entire profession the deepest sympathy with those who have
been bereaved.
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